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DAYTON, Ohio- Fifty years ago, when human ecology was still known as home 
economics, the aim of the department at the University of Dayton was to educate students so 
that they in turn could reach out and educate others. The aim is the same; the methods have 
evolved. 
"Departments and colleges have become more specific about what they're teaching," 
says Julia Palmert, chair of the human ecology department at UD. "But basically we train 
people to be able to instruct on matters that affect consumers." With programs in food and 
nutrition, consumer science, faniily and child development, interior design and fashion 
merchandising, UD graduates can find careers as clinical dietitians or product researchers, 
child care center directors or social welfare consultants. Whatever the title, they specialize in 
discovering and teaching others ways to improve home and family life. 
UD's human ecology department, formerly home economics, is celebrating 50 years 
this semester. With the name change in 1987, theory rather than application came to the 
·""""' forefront in the department's curriculum. 
The home economics movement has its roots in the actions of women who were the 
feminists of the 19th century. Ellen Richards, credited as founder of the movement in 1899, 
was the first woman to attend the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). She received 
her degree in chemistry in 1873 and went on to champion higher education for women at a 
time when only 4 percent of all 17-year-old girls finished high school. 
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Richards thought it intolerable that advances in science were not applied to home life 
in matters such as food, ventilation and sanitation. She founded the American Home 
Economics Association in 1908 in part to educate instructors who could ensure that scientific · 
advances found a wider audience. 
Today, members of the UD human ecology department are responding to issues of 
contemporary American life. Madeline Dellwo, assistant professor, is studying diet to see if 
restricting calories has more of an effect than hormone treatments on breast cancer 
development. Barbara DeLuca, assistant professor, teaches students how government policies 
are formed and what can be done to influence policies that affect custody laws, consumer 
protection regulations, housing discrimination and other issues. 
The department was instrumental in establishing in 1987 UD' s Children's Center for 
Young Learners which serves the campus and Dayton community as a progressive child care 
center. 
Students in the department get involved in the Dayton community by counseling 
people with consumer credit problems and working with a local hunger panel on hunger 
issues. They serve internships in hospitals, health councils, the Head Start program, child 
care centers, interior design fmns, retail stores and costume departments. 
And in the future? "I think the whole area is ripe for entrepreneurship," says Palmert. 
"Peopie are getting more and more interested in nutrition, in their environment, in the spaces 
where they live and work. Consumers have a real interest in issues that affect health, whether 
that be through affordable and complete health care, education of children, geriatric nutrition, 
how incomes and government policy affect economic growth or consulting with child care 
centers. Business and management skills will be important." 
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